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OUR RELIGIOUS STANDARD 



REV. WM. SCOTT SUTTON 
First Baptist Church, Easton, Illinois 



To forward-looking Christians the 
words of John have new meaning today: 
"The Kingdom of God is at hand." 
It is our business to get ready for that 
coming Kingdom. When the war is 
over we shall have new standards of 
national and international life. Chris- 
tianity will not be unchanged. Has 
Christianity a standard adequate for 
the needs of the new age ? 

Soon after the death of Jesus churches 
built creeds and dogmas and adopted 
them, after much discussion, as their 
standard of religion. Some of these 
were very elaborate. They were not 
written as a Christian standard for all 
time but were intended to keep certain 
individuals out of the church. Most 
of them have ceased to be useful, 
because they were the work of external 
organizations, while religion is of the 
spirit. 

Before the Reformation there arose 
an occasional man with vision, who 
demanded that we go back to the Bible 
as our rule of faith. But not until 
after the Reformation did any large body 
of people adopt the Bible as their Chris- 
tian standard. The Bible in its entirety 
was adopted. Modern scholarship has 
shown that the Bible in its entirety is 
not Christian. In fact, some of it is 
anti-Christian. The Sermon on the 
Mount clearly recognizes this fact. 
Jesus set his teaching over against 
the teaching of the Ten Command- 
ments. 



People began to realize this and ac- 
cepted the New Testament as their stand- 
ard. But almost any belief can appeal 
to the pages of the New Testament for its 
course of action. The New Testament 
writings are the interpretation of certain 
individuals of the life and work of Jesus. 
What people of his time thought about 
his gospel is not adequate for today. We 
find in the New Testament Jewish mes- 
sianism far older than the time of Jesus. 
The New Testament is what early Chris- 
tians thought about the gospel of Jesus. 
In its entirety at least it cannot be an 
adequate standard for today. There 
have been many attempts to gather 
together an "indispensable minimum" 
and adopt this as a standard. But 
people's "indispensable minimums" are 
usually colored by the social, religious, 
and political beliefs with which they 
come to the Bible. 

In recent years many have dropped 
the idea of having the gospel according 
to Matthew, or Mark, or Luke as a 
standard and have accepted the gospel 
according to Jesus as a standard. In 
other words, they have accepted the 
life and teaching of Jesus as a rule of 
faith which is adequate for all time. 
We are not to be slaves to the exact 
life and teaching of Jesus. We are 
to accept the Master himself — not so 
much his words as his whole religious 
attitude. The standard is not one of 
rules and statutes but one of great prin- 
ciples which are adequate for all time. 
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Rev. George Holley Gilbert 1 accepts the 
Master and his message as the sole suffi- 
cient standard of the Christian world. 
He realizes that we do not know in its 
entirety how Jesus lived and what he 
taught, but that we know enough to 
make an adequate standard. He calls 
upon us to reduce the Bible to this 
standard and suggests that about one- 
tenth of the Bible be used. 

But Christianity is something mote 
than following assiduously the teaching 
of Jesus. It is even something more 
than the Master and his religious atti- 
tude. What Jesus taught and what he 
was we shall never know with any exact- 
ness. The reports of his teachings are 
colored by the beliefs that were current 
at the time they were written. Even 
if they had been recorded correctly, 
we have only a small part of all that he 
said and taught. The Bible is no longer 
regarded as being inerrant. This being 
the case, the teachings of Jesus which 
are recorded in the Bible cannot be 
considered as an absolute rule of faith. 
Jesus' religious attitude has to be inter- 
preted by men of today. Many say 
that he was friendly to absolutism, while 
others say that the ideal of democracy 
is to be found in his teaching. Thou- 
sands of sects with strange religious 
customs and beliefs are in existence 
today, and they are all followers of the 
Master. H. G. Wells says, "It is alto- 
gether too rashly assumed by people 
whose sentimentality outruns their 
knowledge, that Christianity is essen- 
tially an attempt to carry out the per- 
sonal teachings of Jesus." 

Shall we add to the teaching of Jesus 
the Master himself ? Most of us, when 

1 Biblical World, March, 1918. 



we came into the church, accepted Christ 
as our Savior and sole standard to fol- 
low. But we have little idea what it 
means to "accept Christ." Christian- 
ity today is not an attempt to follow the 
Master and his religious attitude. We 
do not ask, "What would Jesus do?" 
We ask, "What are we expected to do ? " 
The standard must be sufficient for 
all peoples and for all times. Any 
religion to be a success must seek to 
find and interpret God to men, and, 
like Christianity, it must be a religion of 
ideals. Is there a standard other than 
the Master and his teachings that will 
attain these ends? It is erroneous to 
believe that the world gets all its ideal- 
ism from Jesus and his teaching. Jesus 
spoke of the fatherhood of God and the 
brotherhood of man, but they did not 
become social conceptions. These ideas 
are necessary to people who believe 
themselves ruled over by a loving God. 
We are learning it through struggle and 
pain. Our high conception of family 
life forces us to believe that God is like 
a father. Most of us get our idea of 
God as Father from our parents. It 
might be said that indirectly it comes 
from Jesus, but very likely it is just a 
conception of God that we hold in com- 
mon with Jesus. Wherever family life 
is developed the parent becomes to the 
child the personification of all that is 
good and noble, and it is inevitable that 
the child shall look upon God as being 
like a parent. Through thousands of 
years of thinking about God we have 
attained this idea. No doubt Jesus did 
more than any other individual to 
crystallize the thought in our minds, 
but we do not turn to the Master or to 
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his teaching for our present conception. 
We are learning from the blood and mud 
and dirt of the Great War that the time 
must come when peoples shall live 
together as brothers. People who live 
together as brothers and worship the 
same God will look upon that God as 
Father. The conception that it is more 
blessed to give than to receive we have 
learned from life rather than directly 
or indirectly from Jesus. We do not 
believe it because Jesus said it. We 
believe it because it is true. We have 
learned it through struggle and pain. 
Thousands are finding in Flanders and 
France that it is more blessed to give 
than to receive. They know that if a 
man would save his life he must lose it. 
They see themselves in the light of what 
they ought to be and of what God 
wants them to be. If they speak the 
name of Jesus it is to them an ideal, 
the personification of the highest and 
noblest that they are capable of con- 
ceiving. 

Religion must retain the idealism of 
Jesus, but it is not necessary to accept 
Jesus or his teaching as our standard of 
idealism. Being a Christian is respond- 
ing to the highest moral and spiritual 
ideals that we at any particular time are 
capable of attaining. We recognize 
these ideals as being brought home to our 
moral and intellectual consciousness 
through God's spirit. Responding to 
these ideals that come to us through the 
spirit of God is becoming a Christian. 
This, I realize, is a very vague code to 
follow. Most of us have not advanced 
beyond the Ten Commandments stage. 
We need rules and standards and pro- 
hibitions. We need someone to look 
to as our standard, and we shall con- 



tinue to look to Jesus. People who are 
religious will see themselves in the light 
of what they ought to be, or in the light 
of their conception of what God is. If 
it is true that God is working in the 
world, we are safe in accepting as our 
standard whatever ideals are from time 
to time borne in upon our minds and 
consciences. H. G. Wells says that 
modern religion is a process of truth 
guided by the divinity in men. There 
is no absolute standard or rule of faith. 
The spirit of God, which goes forth 
from him and strives in the spirits of 
men for new influence and rule, is that 
which saves and overcomes the world. 
When we look at ourselves in the light 
of what we conceive God to be we have 
a religion of idealism that will save the 
world. Setting up a standard for Chris- 
tians is like setting up a standard of 
patriotism. Patriotism is not the imi- 
tation of the deeds of a Washington or a 
Nelson, not the following of the com- 
mands of the government. We cannot 
accept any person's definition of patriot- 
ism as our standard. Such a standard is 
necessary for small children and primi- 
tive peoples. But in America patriotism 
is something that stirs within our souls. 
The only motive power that will achieve 
the Christian character is the creating 
and cherishing in us of the very spirit 
of God. We must be guided by his 
spirit. Some get this idealism by ac- 
cepting the Master, not a dead Christ 
but an ever-living, ever-present Christ. 
They call this Christ the Christ of faith; 
but if this spirit of Christ is different 
from the spirit of God working itself 
out in the world, we have an unexplain- 
able dualism. My ultimate goal is not 
to know Christ — neither the Christ of 
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history nor the Christ of faith; I want 
to know God. I want him to be my 
standard of perfection. 

If I accept what I ought to be in the 
light of what God is as my standard, 
it is likely to degenerate into what I 
think I ought to be. But this happens 
to those who follow the Master. Men 
are likely to worship " God or themselves, 
whichever they think the bigger." Also 
the standard will vary for each indi- 
vidual. Men accept as their standard 
whatever ideals they are capable of 
attaining at any particular time. Under 
such a standard we would have, as at 
the present time, varied sects and strange 
beliefs. Of course an individual's stand- 
ard will be corrected in the light of the 
ideals that are borne in upon the minds 
and consciences of other men. Ulti- 
mately, with God's help, I must be 
my own judge. God's spirit is working 
in the world, and men will be guided, 
not downward, but upward. If I feel 
that God wants me to murder I will 
correct this belief in the light of what 
God seems to have spoken to other indi- 
viduals. Such a religion, if given free- 
dom and honest statement, will flourish. 
It is not necessary to spend our time 
trying to find Jesus' attitude toward 
murder. While we are searching out 
his attitude and proving it, the whole 
world may be resorting to murder and 
claiming to be following the Master. 
Let us ever look upward, trying to catch 
a vision of what we ought to be, accept- 
ing as our standard whatever ideals 
God's spirit brings home to us and to the 
other peoples of the world. 

God's spirit working itself out in the 
life of individuals is not enough. All 
society must be organized according to 



the will of God. Is there a standard 
adequate for all humanity? Let us 
accept the standard that Jesus accepted 
for himself. It is the Kingdom-of-God 
ideal. Even before the time of Jesus 
prophets saw the Kingdom of God as the 
important end to which they were work- 
ing. The ideal has always been a com- 
munity organized according to the will 
of God. We usually think of the idea 
as being initiated by Jesus, and we inter- 
pret it today through the consciousness 
of Jesus. Each age will decide for itself 
the best method of realizing the King- 
dom. 

The Old Testament prophets hoped 
that it might be realized through the 
divine intervention of God. What did 
Jesus teach as to how this Kingdom was 
to be realized? If modern scholarship 
is to be trusted, we must say that we do 
not know what Jesus taught about the 
realization of this Kingdom. Some 
modern scholars are sure that Jesus was 
a consistent eschatologist and expected 
to return himself to establish the King- 
dom. Others are just as sure that there 
is nothing eschatological in his teaching. 
Here is the difficulty in accepting the 
teaching of Jesus as an absolute stand- 
ard. It makes it necessary to know 
exactly what Jesus taught on such 
important subjects. Let us accept as 
our standard the Kingdom ideal, or a 
social order organized according to the 
will of God. Dr. Rauschenbusch has 
pointed out that when the doctrine of 
the Kingdom of God has degenerated 
it has had an effect so far-reaching as 
almost to devitalize the church. When 
the Kingdom of God has been the 
standard the church has had a dynamic 
that has driven it out to serve humanity. 
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People of all times have longed for a 
social order in which God's will would be 
done. We must accept this as our stand- 
ard of perfection. Such an idea will breed 
prophets who through God's spirit will 
lead and guide us to better things. As 
there is a distinct individual conscious- 
ness through which God's spirit works, 
there also is a community consciousness. 
God's spirit is progressively working 
among social classes. We must realize 
the importance of Jesus in establishing 
this Kingdom-of-God ideal. The ulti- 
mate standard for society must be the 
same as for individuals. It is whatever 
ideals are brought home to the social 
consciousness by the spirit of God, and 
whatever moral and religious ideals the 
social consciousness is capable of attain- 
ing at any particular time — this is what 
we mean by the Kingdom-of-God ideal. 
If such a standard would retain the 
idealism necessary for true religion, let 
us now ask if it would lead men to God ? 
To find God and to be found of him is 
the highest aim of man. "Until a man 
has found God and been found by God, 
he begins at no beginning, he works to 
no end." Perhaps more people have 
found God through the life and teaching 
of Jesus than in any other way, but are 
these to be our absolute standards in 
our search after God? People were 
finding God long before Jesus lived; 
they were not finding the high type of 
God that Jesus brought to them, but 
they were working to that end and 
would have ultimately realized it. The 
idea of God has never been static. The 
world had been for centuries getting 
ready for the kind of God that Jesus 
brought. It is the desire of all men to 
come into harmony with God. Shall 



we adopt the Master and his teaching 
as our standard in this search ? God is 
a person to be loved, a person into whose 
face we can look with confidence. We 
do not feel the need of Jesus to plead our 
cause for us or to represent us before 
God. We refuse to have a mediator. 
The idea is abhorrent to us. Most 
religions of the past have had some 
medium between man and God. Until 
recently, for most Christians Christ has 
stood between them and God. The 
Catholic church has priests and saints. 
Many today are longing to meet God 
face to face. Theologians have long 
felt the need of some such conception. 
They have talked about the Christ of 
faith. What is this Christ of faith if it 
is not God himself ? We do not live in 
a dual world. This Christ of faith is 
the very spirit of God himself. 

We do not go directly to the Master 
and his teaching for our conception of 
God. Unitarians, mystics, and rational- 
ists have long found God without Jesus. 
Good, orthodox Christians have felt it 
their duty to react against anything 
that smattered of these beliefs. They 
have all taken the vitality out of reli- 
gion, but it has not been because they 
came into immediate relation to God. 

Unitarians have divided the world 
into the human and the divine and made 
them mutually exclusive. They have 
placed Christ on the side of the human 
and thus taken the soul out of religion. 
The God of the rationalists has been 
merely a God of the mind, while most 
mystics have been "shut-eyed mystics." 
They have closed their eyes to the out- 
side world and realized God. Thou- 
sands of others who have not identified 
themselves with these organizations 
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have found God without the Master's 
aid. We get our conception of God from 
the social group about us. The con- 
ception of God held by a social group is 
a social product. Even though it origi- 
nated in the mind of one man, it is now 
a social product. We find God through 
the family, the church, or the state. 
Dr. Rauschenbusch says, "A fine and 
high conception of God is a social 
achievement and a social endowment." 
It becomes part of the spiritual inherit- 
ance common to all individuals in that 
group. Our idea of God is common 
wealth. It is shared by everybody. 
We do not get our religious ideas first- 
hand. We get our religious standards 
where we get our politics — from the 
social group into which we were born. 
True, these high ideas originated first 
in the mind of one great soul. But we 
do not now get our idea of God from 
him. We take it from the social con- 
ception about God. Nor is it true to 
say that it indirectly comes from Jesus. 
It is a social achievement. Being born 
into this atmosphere is like being born 
into a democracy. It is a part of our 
social inheritance. It is not necessary 
that we know where or by whom the 
idea was originated. Only students 
will inquire into the origin of the idea. 
Our idea of God is not usually produced 
by the Master and his teaching; it is 
produced by the social consciousness, 
and this is a social achievement. But 
we cannot accept this social conception 
of God as our standard. Men who 
have saved the world have been men 
who reacted against the conception 
held by the group. About 99 per cent 
of the people accept the social ideas as 
their standard. But even the ideals of a 



Christian consciousness may degenerate. 
Some of the worst crimes of history have 
been propagated in the name of Chris- 
tianity. I shall correct my idea of God 
according to the ideas held by the 
social group about me, but my ultimate 
standard can be nothing short of the 
spirit of God working itself out through 
my life. 

Let us not allow such a view to 
depreciate the work and significance of 
Jesus. There are purifying and enno- 
bling forces that have come into human 
history with redemptive power from 
Jesus Christ, and men have capacity 
to share in this redemption. Because 
Jesus lived in the world there was estab- 
lished a Christian communion or a Chris- 
tian consciousness. This consciousness 
has been perpetuated since the time of 
Christ. The attainment of this con- 
sciousness is to the Christian salvation. 
This is perhaps the standard that most 
of us accept. We must not forget the 
influence of Jesus in forming such a 
Christian consciousness. Men are saved 
by being brought into contact with 
those currents of moral uplift set in 
operation long ago and continued 
through the communion that came into 
being as a consequence of the career of 
Jesus. Christian salvation is a his- 
torical momentum moving down from 
Christ through the generations and in 
increasing volume perpetuating itself 
normally in the life of the present. 
Jesus Christ seems to have come spiritu- 
ally into the stream of our humanity, 
so much so that to most of us the spirit 
of Jesus is the spirit of God. The 
destiny of man is to realize his union 
with God. It means a great deal if 
there has lived among us one who has 
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achieved this perfect sonship. But my 
ultimate standard is not Christ — neither 
the Christ of history nor the Christ of 
faith; I want to know God. I want him 
to be my standard of perfection. 

Being a Christian is responding to 
the highest moral and spiritual ideals 
that we at any particular time are cap- 
able of attaining. This shall be my 
individual standard. I recognize these 
ideals as being brought home to my 
moral and intellectual consciousness 
through God's spirit. Tennant briefly 
defines sin as "moral imperfection for 



which a person in the sight of God is 
accountable." That definition puts the 
standard where it belongs. Men are 
directly accountable to God. The 
standard cannot be creeds and dogmas, 
the Bible or any particular part of it, 
or the Master and his teachings. It 
must ultimately be whatever ideals are 
through God's spirit borne in upon our 
individual and social minds and con- 
sciences. Such a standard will retain 
the idealism necessary for a true religion. 
It will lead men to God. It is adequate 
for all peoples of all times. 



